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Abstract
This paper studies the career development of the employees in hotel industry in mainland China. A surveying was carried out 
with a structured questionnaire to gather career information from a sample of top managers (n=633) working in 114 hotels. The 
data was then analyzed using a range of descriptive and evaluative techniques. Results show that women gain initial management 
jobs earlier than men and advance to senior position, but they are more difficult to become general manager than men. That 
means the “glass ceiling” exists for women in hotel industry in China. The career/family conflict and gender stereotypes are the 
important obstacles existing in women’s career development. A number of positions are traditionally perceived as men’s job and 
accordingly excluded from women’s consideration, including such positions as manager of engineering department and security
department. These findings have implications on employment for individuals and organizations.
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1. Introduction
Gender equality has become a basic policy in mainland China since 1995. Equal employment opportunity is 
provided to women and man in most organizations in China. For instant, more than 60% of the employees in hotels 
are women. However, there are much less women employees in top manager positions than men fellows.
In the United States, although women made up 47% of the workforce (Henslin, 2003), they accounted for only 
12.5% top executives in the Fortune 500 enterprises in 2000 (Scott, 2001). The glass ceiling metaphor, that subtle, 
transparent and seemingly impenetrable barrier that prevents women from moving up the management hierarchy 
(Altman et al., 2005), remains integral to any discussions on the career development of women(Mooney and Ryan, 
2009). Evidence of its continuing relevance is not hard to find in the western countries where patterns of gender 
inequality persist in leadership positions even with women’s increasing visibility in the lower echelons of 
management (Weyer, 2007). In mainland China, prior research that focuses on women's career management is rare, 
with notable exceptions (Cooke, 2005; Granrose, 2007). The hotel industry has made impressive progress in
mainland China over the last three decades. However, hotels are faced with a shortage of qualified managerial and 
operational staff (Gu et al., 2006). One way to attract and retain qualified employees is by helping them to develop 
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their own careers(Barnett and Bradley, 2007). This article aims to analyze the career development of women 
managers and to explore the barriers to women’s promotion in hotel industry in China.
2. Theoretical background and literature review
Career is a series of jobs arranged to a person over his lifespan. It contains all the changes happened inside the 
person such as attitude towards work, or changes outside such as the change of job, profession and position. Career 
analysis can make clear individual career mobility and explain who is suit to the occupation. For most people, 
changes in status within an organization or occupation in the form of promotions and demotions are an important 
aspect of working life (Ladkin, 2002). Realizing the career development path and the influencing factors is helpful 
to us planning our career development more profoundly and clearly. The careers of hotel managers have been 
research thoroughly in other country. For example, Burrell et al.(1997), Baum (1990), Brownell(1994), Mooney and 
Ryan (2009) and Ladkin(2002) have undertaken research in Australia, Europe, and North America. But so far hotel 
managers’ careers in mainland China have been ignored. Ng and Pine(2003) conducted a survey of perceived gender 
and career development issues, the target sample of his study are managers in Hong Kong, not in mainland China.
The number of women managers increased when soft management was introduced to the world in 1990s. In a
study on Retail Corporation in British, Lane (2005) found out that women marketing managers were likely to build 
up closer relationships with employees and customers than men fellows; with the customer relationship management
became more and more popular. The number of women managers in American hotel industry is also increasing. A 
survey done by Woods and Viehland (2000) showed that there were 46.1% of the managers were female, higher 
than 41% from a survey done by Diaz and Umbreit in 1995. At the same time, Woods and Viehland (2000) found 
out that there were only 2.6% of the managers in 500-more-rooms hotels were female. Wood and Lindorff (2001)
further explained that sex differences existed in promotions to senior management, and this occurrence was noted 
worldwide.
In mainland China, Women remain under-represented in upper ranks and are often paid less than men for similar 
work (Cooke, 2003; Cao, 2001, Granrose, 2007). For example, one comparison of wages in China found a stable 
gender gap in pay data with females earning about 83 percent of male wages on average across all jobs, ages, and 
time periods included in the study (Shu and Bian, 2003). Another study examining promotion opportunities in 
Shanghai and Guangzhou found promotion advantages for males in both cities (Cao, 2001). Nevertheless, little 
research has been made to study the characteristics of career development of women in hospitality industry. 
Therefore, this paper will study the career development of top managers in hotel industry.
3. Methodology
Data were collected from top managers in three-star and higher hotels in Guangdong and Hunan provinces. Top
managers were asked to fill in a questionnaire composed of two parts as follows, 1) Questions on hotel profile,
including the name, size, number of employees, and ownership of the hotel; 2) Questions on demographic 
characteristics of top managers, including age, gender, educational background, career experiences and current job 
title. The survey involved in 1000 top managers in 250 hotels, and 650 of them responded individually to the 
questionnaire. Among the returned questionnaires, 17 of them were considered as invalid or incomplete and thus
excluded. There were 633 valid questionnaires left from 114 hotels. The ratio of returned questionnaire is 63
percent. 
The surveyed hotels represented Chinese hotels to some extent. Part of them is located in Guangdong Province,
which represents the most developed area in China. The number of hotels, the volume of created profit and paid 
taxes of hotel industry in Guangdong Province are all in the first place among all provinces in China. Other surveyed 
hotels are located in Hunan Province, which represents the medium developed area in China. The number of hotels 
and the economic efficiency of hotel industry in Hunan Province are at the medium level of all provinces in China.
The author visited the surveyed hotels and took the semi-structure interviews to the top managers of the hotels.
The interviews explored three issues, including the demography of the top managers, their career development path 
and influencing factors in career transfer, and their career plan in the future. The interviews with 67 (forty-three 
male, twenty-four female) top managers lasted more than half an hour respectively. These managers were drawn 
from 9 three star hotels, 11 four star hotels and 10 five star hotels.
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4. Results
4.1 Demographic characteristics
The sample of 633 top managers in Chinese hotels revealed the following demographic characteristics (table 1).
Among these respondents, 69.7% of them were male, and 30.3% female. The mean age of the male managers was 
40.3 and that of female 34.9. The mean tenure of current positions of the male managers was 3.86 years, while that 
of female 3.32 years. The average tenure of hotel industry of the male managers was 11.76 years, while that of 
female managers 9.84 years.
Table 1 The sample characteristics of top managers in Chinese hotels
Factor
Male
(Persent) 
Female
(Persent)
Factor Male
(Persent) 
Female
(Persent)Current title
Age(years)
<29.99 37(8.4) 50(26.0) General manger 100(22.7) 15(7.8)
30&<39.99 180(40.8) 90(46.9) deputy of general manager 147(33.3) 50(26.2)
40&<49.99 146(33.1) 44(22.9) Secretariat / labor union 7(1.6) 5(2.6)
50 78(17.7) 8(4.2) Engineering Managers 22(5) 0(0)
Current 
position 
tenure
(years)
<3 221(50.1) 109(56.8) Manager of human resources 12(2.7) 16(8.4)
3 and <5 87(19.7) 33(17.2) Managers of food & beverage 28(6.3) 16(8.4)
5 and <10 94(21.3) 40(20.8) Finance Mangers 25(5.7) 12(6.3)
10 39(8.9) 10(5.2) Marketing Managers 16(3.6) 21(11.0)
Hotel 
industry 
tenure
(years)
<5 70(15.9) 35(18.2) Entertainment Managers 19(4.3) 6(3.1)
5 and <10 118(26.8) 66(3.4) Administration 14(3.2) 10(5.2)
10 and <15 120(27.2) 52(27.1) Purchasing Manager / QA 
Manager
7(1.6) 3(1.6)
15 132(29.9) 37(19.3) Security Managers 18(4.1) 0(0)
missing 1(2.2) 2(1.0) Head Chef 3(0.7) 0(0)
Education
Junior high school 
and below
21(4.8) 10(5.2) Managers of front office, 
housekeeping
23(5.2) 37(19.4)
high school 119(27.0) 56(29.2)
Junior college 168(38.1) 83(43.2) Sex 441(69.7) 192(30.3)
Bachelor 104(23.6) 37(19.3)
Postgraduate 17(3.9) 6(3.1)
missing 3(2.6) 0(0)
4.2 Men dominant at top manager positions
Women managers are more likely to pay close attention to others’ feeling, having better skill of communication
and listening, also getting on well with staffs and customers easily (Annis, 1995; Robbin, 2002). Consequently,
women are promoted to be managers earlier than their men fellows. But few of them are promoted further to general 
managers. In this research, there are only 192 women in the 633 top managers, with a rate of 30.3%. Among the 115 
general managers in this survey, there are 15 women and 100 men, with ratios of 13% and 87% to the total 
respectively (table 1). It reveals the dominance of males at higher positions in hotel industry. Woods and Viehland
(2000) found in America that among the 5547 executives above the level of department manager, 2559 of them were 
female with the scale of 46.1%, and 15.5% general managers were women. In comparison to the rates in America,
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both of the rates of women executives and those of women general managers are lower than those of American
(table 2). Then we can conclude that although the employment rate of women is high in Chinese hotels, there are 
still few of female top managers.
Table 2 The compare of women hotel managers in China and U.S by job title
positions
Hotels in China Hotels in America
Total number Total woman Percentage women Total number Percentage women
General manger 115 15 13.0% 462 15.5%
deputy of general manager 197 50 25.4% 48 27.1%
Secretariat / labor union 12 5 41.7% - -
Managers of front office, Housekeeping 60 37 61.7% 223/513 53.4/61.4%
Manager of human resources 28 16 57.1% 241 73.9%
Managers of food & beverage 44 16 36.4% 205 16.6%
Finance Mangers 37 12 32.4% 32.4 37.8%
Marketing Managers 37 21 56.8% 320 47.5%
Entertainment Managers 25 6 24% - -
Administration 24 10 41.7% 101 24.8%
Purchasing Manager / QA Manager 10 3 13.0% - -
Security Managers 18 0 0 133 15%
Head Chef 3 0 0 371 6%
Engineering Managers 22 0 0 229 8%
Note. Data about women hotel managers in U.S come from Woods and Viehland (2000).
4.3 Women earlier to be top executives but harder move to general manager 
In this study, the average age of women executives is younger than that of men executives, which are 34.9 and
40.3 respectively. The difference between women executives and man executives on the average age is significant. 
Result of the ANOVA is listed in table 3. When dividing them into age groups, we found that the amount of female
top executives under 30 years old were much more than that of male top managers. In contrast, the rate of female
top executives above 50 years old is 13%, lower than that of male fellows in the same age group. That means young 
women are more likely to be promoted to top executives but elder women are blocked from promotion in their 
career development in hotel industry.
The tenure of a manager in an industry reflects how familiar he is to the industry. This survey found that both 
male and female top managers have a long tenure in hotel industry, the average tenure for male and female top 
managers are 11.7 and 9.8 years respectively. Table 3 displays that the difference of average tenure between women 
executives and man executives is significant. Most of top managers worked in hotel industry more than 5 years, who 
have the proportions of 82% and 84% in female and male top managers respectively.
In terms of the number of years that top managers stayed at their current positions, there is not significantly 
different between men and women (table 3). The average number of years for men and women are 3.8 and 3.3 
respectively. Dividing the number of years into groups, we found that the proportion of top managers staying at 
current position less than 3 years were 57% and 50% respectively for women and men, while the proportion of more 
than 5 years were 26% and 30% respectively for female and male top managers. That is, most top managers are 
promoted in the past 5 around years, while women are promoted a little bit earlier than men fellows. Among them,
more than half of top managers came to the position in the past 3 years, reflecting that employees can be promoted 
fast in hotels in China. Obviously, the fast development of hotel industry and the fast flow of talent in China resulted 
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in the fast promotion in career development in hotels.
Among female top managers, 26.2% of them are vice presidents or inspector generals, and 7.8% of them are 
general managers; among male top managers, 33% of them are inspector generals, and 22.7% of them general 
managers. In other words, although a large number of women become vice presidents or inspector generals, women 
managers are more difficult to be promoted to general manager positions than men fellows. Therefore, the “glass 
ceiling” exists for women in their career development in hotel industry in China.
Table 3 One-way ANOVA
Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Hotel 
industry 
tenure
Between Groups 58958.045 1 58958.045 9.117 .003
Within Groups 4074185.322 630 6466.961
Total 4133143.367 631
Current 
position 
tenure
Between Groups 4243.565 1 4243.565 2.522 .113
Within Groups 1061916.760 631 1682.911
Total 1066160.325 632
age
Between Groups 3734.357 1 3734.357 56.358 .000
Within Groups 41810.819 631 66.261
Total 45545.175 632
4.4 Beginning at grass-roots positions, career development paths of women are monotonous
In the interviews with the managers, 24 of the female executives introduced us their path of career development 
in hotels. Absolute majority of them began their career from grass-roots positions such as a housekeeping attendant,
front office attendant or food and beverage attendant; one to three years later, they were promoted to forewomen;
another 1 to 5 years later, moved to department managers; then were shifted to be managers of other departments
like human resource and administration; after that, only a few of them were promoted to be vice presidents or 
inspector generals, and even fewer female executives were further promoted to be general managers. Developed 
along this path, most of female executives are in charge of front office and human resources department. Another 
career development path was found to be beginning from the grass-roots positions at finance or marketing 
department, and one to six years later promoted to be supervisors of these departments, and another 2 to 5 year later 
promoted to be inspector generals or vice presidents in charge of other departments. Most female executives confirm 
this kind of career development path. Their experience of having once worked at the grass-roots positions of a 
department makes them familiar with the operation of that department and capable of managing the department 
when promoted to be the head of that department. They also get familiar with the operation of other department by 
shifting to these departments as managers, and thus competent to work at higher positions when they are promoted. 
However, a few executives pointed out the drawbacks of that path, i.e., beginning at grass-roots positions makes 
them concern too much on detailed matters and like doing everything by themselves.
In contrast, the career development paths of male executives are more diversified. Among the 43 men supervisors 
we interviewed, 28 of them began from grass-roots positions, 11 of them were appointed by higher organizations or 
shifted from other industry to work as top managers directly without experience of working at grass-roots positions 
in hotel industry, and 4 of them are investors who work as presidents and having no experience of working in hotel 
industry. Among the 28 executives beginning at grass-roots positions, they may work as doorman, bell boy, sales 
man, food and beverage attendant, cook or cashier, and became the department manager within 3 to 10 years; 20 of 
them were further promoted to be inspector generals or vice presidents in another 1 to 5 years; and 8 of them finally 
were promoted to be general mangers.
In a word, the career development path of women managers is monotonous in comparison to that of men fellows. 
Most of them begin at grass-roots positions and have a deep understanding of the operation of that department.
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4.5 The obstacles women faced in their career development
Women employees have to face “Gender Segregation” in their career development, which is described as a “glass 
ceiling” vividly or “horizontal sex segregation” (Anker, 2004). The “glass ceiling” is the invisible barrier that has 
kept women from reaching the top manager positions, while horizontal sex segregation refers to a phenomenon that 
women are more likely to congregate at the position with fewer chance of promotion than men employees do, which 
result in less promotion of women employees. As the most important departments in hotels, food and beverage, front 
office, and housekeeping departments provides 75% of the general managers in hotels. The study shows although 
the proportion of women managers is large in front office, housekeeping and F & B, the rate of female general 
managers is a small. The “glass ceiling” of women career development is comparatively outstanding in China.
Women can be the head chef or the manager of security department or engineering department in America, which 
rarely happened in China (table 2). In fact, women work at a limited number of positions in China, such as front 
office, marketing, human resource and F & B et al. That means women have a narrower path of career development
in Chinese hotels, but the horizontal sex segregation does not exist yet.
Low level education is often considered as one of the main obstacles for promotion of women (Bullard and 
Wright's, 1993; Schruijer, 2006). Table 2 shows that the difference between men and women on educational 
background is little in Chinese hotels. About 40% of the managers including men and women have junior college
degree. About 50% of them have bachelor degree or graduated from senior high school. Only 10% of them are 
postgraduate or junior high school graduate.
In China, the conflict between family and work is the most important obstacle faced by women in their career 
development. A women general manager told us that she had to give up her work to rise up a child when she had 
been a vice general manager. When her child was two years old and she came back to work, she had to begin at 
grass-roots again, first working at marketing department, afterwards promoted to be deputy general manager, and 
now the general manager. Another woman deputy general manager told us that she was over 30 years old now, and 
had planned to have a child. But the hotel is just transferred to them and need to be reshaped, and the boss hopes her 
to take the responsibility. Thus she has to postpone her plan of having a baby until the hotel getting on the right 
track, which may takes half a year.
Both the stereotyped image of gender’s roles and traditional gender-based labor division are obstacles that can be 
found in the career development of women. Departments like engineering, kitchen and security are considered as 
men’s jobˈwhile women will not choose such kind of job in their career development. Furthermore, the employers 
also think that kind of position is not suitable for women employees. What’s more, women traditionally are assigned 
the role to stay at home maintaining the household, which in conflict with their work outside home. In the 
interviews, many women general manager regards that women managers have the heavy responsibility to take care 
of their family, and thus incompetent to the time-consuming general manager position, since the general manager 
has to deal with a great deal of trivial matters. The gender role makes them hard to balance family and work so as to 
be an excellent general manager.
5 Conclusion and discussion
With the implementation of “Gender Equality” policy and “taking people as the foremost” strategy, the 
development of female human resource have been emphasized in China. But the promotion path of female 
employees is still encountered with lots of barriers. This paper tries to reveal the characteristics of the career 
development of managers in the hotel industry. The study shows that there are only few women managers in the
three, four or five star hotels in China. In comparison to men, women are promoted earlier than men, but harder to 
become a general manager. The “glass ceiling” exists for women’s career development. In comparison to women 
managers in America, the path of women career development in China is narrower but there is no horizontal sex 
segregation yet. In China, women usually began their career in front office, housekeeping or F & B, then became a
manager, the deputy general manager and then the general manger step by step. Positions in security, engineering or 
kitchen departments are considered to be men’s work, and are out of women’s consideration in their career 
development. The family/work conflict, traditional concept of gender and the stereotyped image of gender roles are 
the main obstacles existing in women’s career development.
In order to carry out “Gender Equality”, encouraging women to work hard for their career development, these are 
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what should be done: on the one hand, break down the traditional mode of men earning money outside while women 
just do the housework, lightening the burden women have in the family, to give women a larger stage to show their 
potential. On the other hand, change the stereotyped image for roles of gender as that in America, clear up the man 
made segregation in the career development path for women, helping them to go further in the hotel industry.
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